Introduction: Timetabling and its Failures
Mrs Gibson had once or twice reproved them for the merry noise they had been making, which hindered her in the business of counting the stitches in her pattern. [ In a nineteenth-century novel, a morning caller interrupts a middleclass woman while she is doing needlework. In a nineteenth-century domestic manual, female readers are assured that needlework is excellent employment for those who are liable to be interrupted. The situation is so well known to readers of works from the period as to require no explanation. And yet, from another point of view, the assumptions behind this predicament are singular. Why must women be interrupted? What structure of time makes that interruption possible? What does it mean to put your work aside, and to choose occupations that allow, even ensure, interruption? And would we even learn of Mrs Gibson's embroidery if it were not for the fact that the plot, in the shape of her daughter's suitor, interrupts her diligent work? Both passages cause the narrative -whether the book is a novel or an advice manual -to linger, however briefly, on the temporal aspects of domesticity: the durations, timings, and negotiations of temporality within the middle-class home. The narrator divulges something that ostensibly belongs in the background, and, in the process, the temporal world of Mrs Gibson's drawing-room, no matter how briefly, becomes palpable and real. The quintessential adage of nineteenth-century domesticity was that there was 'a time for everything and everything at its right time', and it is tempting to take this as a starting point for an investigation of domestic temporality. It is true that the Victorians were fond of this phrase, which is repeated again and again in advice manuals, Sunday school books and, among many other famous novels, in Charles Dickens's Bleak House (1852-3). It suggests, to modern eyes, a very clean and ordered universe, if somewhat naively mechanic; but then the Victorians liked to think of their homes as machines (or so received wisdom likes to remind us). However, what this memorable phrase also implies is a rhetorical emptying out of domestic time. Only the timetable is left, nothing of the negotiations within it -and thus no thought is given to interruptions, delays, or improvisations. Nineteenth-century writers could not rest on their laurels after quoting this platitude. Just as domestic work required rethinking as well as repetition, so too was the representation of that same work a perpetual series of negotiations. These negotiations did not just take place in narrative form, such as in the two epigraphs to this chapter. In both fictional and non-fictional writings, authors and publishers were experimenting with forms, layouts, and rhythms of publication that could conceptualize domestic practices as processes enmeshed in time. How, for example, could you best present a recipe for pickles that took months to make? How could you arrange the hours of the day on the page of a domestic manual? What about serialized works, which were in themselves (at least metaphorically) interrupted -since they were divided up into monthly or weekly instalments? Did the structure of interruption in fact form part of their representational power?
Although nineteenth-century domesticity is a familiar area of research, scholarly inquiries have almost exclusively focused not on time but on space: on the functional subdivisions within the home, the politics of who goes where, and the gendered and classed lines which intersect in rooms, corridors, and doorframes. 3 When critics have discussed temporality in connection with domesticity, they have tended to focus on choreographed practices such as morning calls (which skews the picture towards rigid timetabling), or on the idea of the cyclicality of women's time (an argument which veers towards essentialism). Alternatively, scholars have argued extensively for the sheer non-narratability of certain temporalities, whether those timings are associated with women, the everyday or the 'timeless' Victorian domesticity that was so heavily
